Introduction

This chapter focuses on the image of love and sex among the characters in
the ten-part American Netflix science-fiction series, Altered Carbon (2018), in
the context of contemporary debates on posthumanism and transhumanism
m the United States, especially those on the new meaning of “subjectivi-
ty” Science fiction, when telling us about the future, in fact speaks about
the present. Currently, 1t 1s the primary cultural discourse that so clearly

shows viewers and readers the ethical problems of the contemporary world

(Jameson) Altered Carbon goes further, discussing future changes in customs
and sexuality 1n the Western world 1n connection with contemporary post-
and transhuman discourses The objectives of the chapter are an in-depth
analysis of the love and sexual relationships among the characters in the
series, and an attempt to answer the question of what “love” and “sex”
constitute therein

One of the most important characters of the series, Laurens Bancroft,
who 1s over 360 years old and the richest and most powerful person in
the world, observes that in that uniwerse people can be divided into only
two types' those who are active, 1¢ who control the world and can afford
anything they wish, and those who are passive, 1.e. who are in fact bought
by the those mn the first group Bancroft states that mn this world, “the
only real choice 1s between being the purchaser and the purchased ” The
quote refers to the love relationships 1 the world in which everything 1s
for sale, including emotions, erotic fantasies, intimacy, engagement, and
sexual fulfilment.

By making the series, the creators of Altered Carbon have joined the debate
that has been taking place for at least several decades in the United States
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and in the Western world, on a new understanding of human subjectivity—a
“posthuman” subjectivity instead of a classic “human” subjectivity in the Car-
tesian sense—and what 1t constitutes, including the widely discussed topic of
the relationship between the body and the mind, the so-called “mind-body
problem,” and the possible appearance or construction of a new, improved
post- or transhumans, most often directly related to technological progress
(e.g. biotechnology) m our times. As Rosi Braidott: writes, “the posthuman
predicament enforces the necessity to think agam and to think harder about
the status of human subjectivity and the ethical relations, norms and values
that may be worthy of the complexity of our times” (“Posthuman Critical
Theory” 13). Brasdotts wants to emphasize that 1 the posthuman perspective,
terms that were once clear and obvious are no longer unequivocal, and what
was once certain with regard to ethical norms and the status of humans m
the contemporary world often can be questioned
The ongoing debates also focus on the changing customs and stan-
dards 1n sexuality and the possibility of their further development, e.g.
in the direction of a posthuman intimacy supporting the equality of the
subjects involved, and of love relationships between humans and products
of technology, or in the direction of treatment of intumate activities in
a completely objective manner, and of sex as a commodity that can be pur-
chased Braidotty, a practitioner of critical posthumanism, in what 1s likely
her most important book, The Posthuman, emphasizes that “new technologies
cannot but alter the organic human body through new forms of wanted
and unwanted intimacy” (107) The human body, like it or not, 1s nowadays
intertwined with ubiquitous new technologies, thus generating new subjec-
tive quahties and producing new forms of posthuman intimacies. In Altered
Carbon, however, the latter of these directions 1s more often evident, 1e.
sex 15 treated as a commodity that 1s purchased and consumed 1n the most
convenient manner, the promiscuous, upgraded sex of the future 1s a refined
entertainment for those 1n power. The body, in accordance with transhuman
trends, becomes an element of the hypercommercial consumption culture—a
product that can be improved and replaced, without any limitations, with
newer models (Gladden 76)
Altered Carbon pamts the picture of a late, slowly collapsing Western
empire, with 1its ostentatious, excessive consumption by the richest and
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morally corrupt social groups and the sexual obsessions of their members
In our analyses, Altered Carbon 1s interpreted most of all as a bitter com-
mentary on an inevitably deepening social chasm, related to use of the latest
technology, between the privileged rich people, such as Laurens Bancroft
who resemble gods walking on the Earth, and the poorer lowest classes’
of the society. One of the elements in the series that clearly indicates the
fast-growing chasm between the different socal classes 1s the portrayal of
the possible directions of development of the sexual lives of the eoyle of
the future The creators of Altered Carbon paint a detailed plctufe (ff the
social changes that have taken place n the Western world over a period
of three centuries, and focus on changes in the customs related to I;exual
behaviors, habits, and preferences In this chapter, we will analyze what
the Netflix series says about the love and sex lives of posthumans and

consequently, what comments the series brings to the contemporary debatej
on the changes that may take place in the future, the shape of people’s

subjectivity, and the current condition of Western culture 1n the contexft)t of
the discussions taking place in post- and transhuman circles

Life and Death in Bay City

Altered Carbon 1s based on the first part of the trilogy of the same name
written by the British author Richard K. Morgan and published in 2()02,
The plot of the sertes takes place in the twenty-fourth century. Humans havé
spread across the Universe thanks, among other things, to the invention of
a breakthrough technology that enables the recording of the human mind
and the human personality 1nside so-called “cortical stacks”—small, flat disks
implanted in the back of the head, at the base of the skull Eve,ry citizen
of the world recewves one after his or her first birthday As soon as the
stack 1s implanted, 1t saves the human mind and personality of the owner,
After the nevitable biological death of the body, the disk can be taken.
out and mmplanted in another body, 1.e 1n the so-called “sleeve”—either
grown 1n a laboratory from DNA samples, owned in the past by another
person who lost 1t for some reason, or 1n a synthetic body A person’s “real
death” (“RD”) only happens 1f his or her cortical stack becomes irrevocabl

damaged. Otherwise, the disk with the brain of the person can be movezll
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from one sleeve to another without any time restrictions, which, theoret~
wcally, guarantees immortality. Of course, only the richest people (called
“Meths”—from the name of the biblical Methuselah, who reportedly lived
for nine hundred and sxty-nine years), the best-known of whom s the
aforementioned Laurens Bancroft, can afford immortality. The Meths have
their own clones made from their DNA, stored 1n the vaults of the Psy-
chasec company that makes, delivers, and guards the security of the sleeves
intended for the richest citizens The rich can also afford to regularly make
backups of the data recorded on their cortical stacks, thus creating copies
of their minds to facilitate a return to life in the event of an unexpected
acadent (as one can imagine, there are many people wishing to kill the
richest persons and to bring about their “real death” by shooting through
their stacks with firearms)

Of course, the technology of recording one’s mind on a cortical stack
brings about grave consequences. One of the most obvious and most evi-
dent consequences 1s the growing socio-economic gap Unlike the rich, poor
people often cannot afford new sleeves. Rich people, on the other hand,
have become virtually immortal, which enables them to grow their assets
forever and to 1n fact control the world in which the lower soctal classes
have become their servants

Altered Carbon, both the series and the book, tells the story of an n-
vestigation conducted by Takeshi Kovacs, a former soldier who once worked
for the United Nations Interstellar Protectorate (in short, “Protectorate”),
an interstellar empire that covered the planets inhabited by humans, and
then a former wnsurgent (so-called “Envoy”) who more than two centuries
earlier fought m a great war against the Protectorate Takesh: was ?ivoken
up after hundreds of years spent 1n so-called “Ice”, which 1s a kind of
prison for the cortical stacks of convicts, in order to solve the mystery of
the murder of Laurens Bancroft. One evening, Bancroft was found 1n his
office with hus stack shot-through. However, he 1s still alive because, being
one of the most powerful and mnfluential people on the Earth, he regularly,
every forty-eight hours, makes backup copies of his mund and sends them to

third-party servers mn the event of such an inaident. It happens that Bancroft
has no memory of the forty-eight hours before hus death because he was
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shot just before the next backup was made. This 1s where Kovacs appears
on the stage and tries to reconstruct the events leading to Laurens’ death

In the investigation, he 1s assisted by several people with whom he has
different relations and who together form a very interesting group. One of
the persons helping Kovacs 1s Kristin Ortega, a police officer who has her
private reasons for getting involved m the investigation. After a while we
learn that the sleeve that 1s currently used by Takesh: was once owned by
Ortega’s former police partner and lover, Elias Ryker, whose cortical stack
was put in the Ice. Consequently, Kristin’s attitude to the visual aspect of
the former insurgent 1s highly emotional. Ortega wants to make sure that
Takesht’s current body will not be hurt so that when Ryker has served his
penalty he can return to his undamaged sleeve

Kovacs’s helpers include Vernon and Ava Elliot, as well as therr daugh-
ter Lizzie ‘The Elliots are a rather unusual family, Ava’s cortical stack 1s
currently not i her original sleeve, but n a randomly selected body of
a white man, and during most of the plot Lizzie does not have a physical
body at all and only exists 1n a virtual reality construct created for her by
an artificial intelligence agent named Poe Poe is another member of the
group that supports Takeshi mn his investigation He 1s the owner of the
Raven Hotel, where Kovacs resides during the stay in Bay City. The Raven
Hotel and hts owner are a single bemng that resembles—if we are to de-
scribe 1t using very human categories—a body and the bram that mhibats
it The non-human subject endowed with artificial intelligence turns out
to be quite devoted and helpful during the investigation and supports his
human friends using unconventional methods, providing them wath skills
that exceed strictly human abilities, even “betraying his own spectes” when
he causes the demuse of another artificial intelligence agent, and eventually
dies a digital martyr’s death

Thus, we walk the dark streets of the world of altered carbon with
Takeshi, for whom this reality 1s also completely new and different from
the one he knows from his first life Together with Kovacs, we experience
all the pros and cons of Bay City (formerly known as San Francisco in
the United States)—a megalopolis i which the plot of the series takes
place—mostly those that are related to the customs and sexual behaviors
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that are new and unknown to him, and to the possibility of satisfying all
kinds of physical needs

Posthuman Subjects: A Theoretical Outline

Before we start a detailed analysis of the images of love and sexual relations
1n the world in Altered Carbon, let us present some definttions In t}.ns part of
the chapter, we mdicate the theoretical approacl:es that are in:;st 1mportan£
in our discussion, and that refer to the terms “posthuman, transhun;(an,f
and “posthuman subjectwvity,” which are formulated 1n the framework o
studies of those problems mn the Western world It 1s of great importance
that the terms that we will focus on have a substantial impact also on the
non-scientific world and have numerous interpretations in popular culture,
especially n America and Western Europe, of which the Netflix series 1§
naturally part. As we shall see, Altered Carbon presents interesting com
ments on the complexity of the times in which we live, which requires us
to reevaluate the terms, categories, and paradigms that, until recently, have
been considered 1n principle to be unquestionable axioms Such reevalua-
tion affects numerous fields of life and different phenomena, such as the
non-obvious attitudes of people to new technologies, non-hierarchical links
between people and non-human subjects (e.g. arumals, plants, machines,
etc.), and new concepts of subjectvity in general Posthuman terminology,
especially as suggested by critical posthumanism, provides imteresting Wa)lls
to describe the new reality that 1s emerging before us and that will certainly
be experienced by our descendants. )
Unfortunately, mn this chapter there 1s no room for presentation }(1)
a detasled typology of posthumanism (or posthumanisms), or to present the
differences between various approaches, which of course are quite numer-
ous. The term “posthumanism” 1s an umbrella term that covers, according
to Matthew E Gladden, various and diverse fields and phenomena, frorrllc
academic disciplines, through artistic phenomena, to ”tlze developmejlt od
the latest technologies (31). The terms “posthuman,” “transhuman,” an
“transhumanism” can also have different definitions In this chapter, we will
focus on the best known and most broadly discussed defimitions of those

o

A Syes

RIS L R B D O <

The Purchasers and the Purchased

terms for a simple reason—they are the most widely used 1n contemporary
debates about post- and transhumanism and 1n American popular culture.

Katherine N. Hayles, in her 1999 book How We Became Posthuman
Virtual Bodies 1n Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics, suggests one of the
best-known theoretical scenarios of the posthuman future of people. First,
posthumanism would give priority to information and communication signals,
instead of their material media, including the human body. As a result, this
could mean that the fact of material embodiment would not be 2 necessary
condition for the existence of consciousness of a being, or of life in general.
Secondly, posthumanism promotes a new vision of the body as a prosthesis
that we have learned to use in the course of evolution Theoretically there
18 no reason not to continue to expand our body-prosthesis by adding new
clements or to completely replace the prosthesis with another, better one
Expansion of the body could lead 1n the future to a fusion of a human
and an intelligent machine. The posthuman blurring of the boundaries
would elimiate significant differences between existence 1n cyberspace (e.g
a computer simulation) and bodily existence in “the real world” (Hayles,
How We Became, 2-3)

A posthuman subject, according to Hayles, should best be described
in opposition to a human subject, which, since the times of the Enlight-
enment, has been closely linked to “rationality, free will, autonomy and
a celebration of consciousness as the seat of dentity” (“Unfinished Work”
160) Thus, a posthuman subject would be associated with departure from
the fixation on the aforementioned characteristics and with an attempt to
emphasize the fact that the agency of the subject 1s “always relational and
distributed” (161). Cary Wolfe draws attention to how Hayles continues to
put strong emphasis on the opposition of embodiment and the posthuman,
and materiahty and information, while more recent posthuman philosophies
wstead focus on something completely contrary on rejection of transhuman
fantasies of disembodiment of the subject and of the purported autonomy
of his or her mind, which are the inheritance of the humanism of both
the Renaissance and the Enlightenment (xv)

Transhumanism 1s sometimes described as a subtype of posthumanism,
because both philosophies emphasize the inconstancy and variability of the
human condition However, as researchers have noted, transhumanism does
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not look to the future to find diagnoses of the current condition of humans,
but rather constructs a “technoutopian future” (Hassler-Forest 71), and antic-
ipates the image of an upgraded human who 1s a part of a “quasthuman, or
parahuman species that can be fashioned through the intentional application
of genetic engineering, nanotechnology, cryonics, ‘mind uploading,’ and other
emerging or hypothetical technologies” (Gladden 74) For Cary Wolfe, 1t 1s
clear that transhumanism directly draws on Renaissance and Enlightenment
ideas about human rationality and subjectwity (xu1) In this context, it 1s
important to clearly differentiate between critical posthumanism, which 1s
a departure from humanistic philosophy, and transhumanism defined as “an
intensification of humanism” (xv) Crtical posthumanism, represented by
Wolfe and Braidotti, focuses most of all on expansion of the spectrum of
subjectivity 1 our reality by emphasizing that humans are no longer the
crown of the creation, but rather only one of the elements of the Universe,
perhaps not the most important one Critical posthumanism, as the name
indicates, seeks to critically assess the current, historically conditioned du-
alisms and binary oppositions; 1t desires to force “displacement of the lines
of demarcation between structural differences, or ontological categorses”
(Braidotts, The Posthuman 89) such as subject and object, artificial and bi-
ological, woman and man, human and machine (Gladden 45).

One of the most important differences between posthuman and trans-
human approaches to subjectivity concerns the view on the “mind-body”
problem. Transhuman approaches usually emphasize the superior position of
the human mind 1 relation to the body, while posthuman ones try to see
the mind and the body as two sides of the same coin within the paradigm
of an embodied mind to appreciate the value of “vital bodily materialism,”
as explained by Braidotti (“Posthuman Critical Theory” 22). The high value
placed on the body m twentieth-century science and philosophy as a part
of the so-called “somatic turn,” for example 1n the feminist corporal theory
of Elizabeth Grosz, goes hand 1n hand with posthuman debates about the
impossibility of the separation of the body from the mind 1n a new subject

Thus, one can see that a posthuman subject 1 critical posthumanism,
represented e.g. by Braidotti, 1s defined slightly differently than earlier by

Hayles. A posthuman being 15 every being that has a somehow critical
approach to the hustorical construct of 2 “human” and wants to put it n
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question Acceptance of the fact that each of us 1s basically a fluid, non-es-
sential, and changing being is a difficult but necessary step tox,zvard the
escape from simple definitions, categorization, and hierarchization of beings
that we have been accustomed to for centurtes The spectrum of posthumagn
subjects that are capable of acting and mutually influencing each other 1s
widening; 1t includes bacteria, plants, robots, artificial intelligence agents
as well as “gods, monsters, animals, machunes, systems,” which we sﬁould’
look at not through anthropocentric glasses but rather as separate subjects
of a certain agency (Callus and Herbrechter 241). J
Later in this chapter we will see what Altered Carbon tells us about the
post- or transhuman subjectivities of the characters in the series, especiall
about their relations to their bodies, to sex, and to love. o ’

Being Transhuman: Sex, Violence, and Pheromones

The two elements that are binders 1n the world shown 1n the series and
that are closely linked to each other are sex and violence. Both are strongal

focused on the body and in most cases require a real physical reser%cz
and closely interacting subjects Of note 1s the fact that virtual iali 1

not a daily experience of the inhabitants of Bay City Dagitally des1gle§
environments are used here only for speafic purposes, e g. during wvirtual
torture intended to obtain testimony, or during cybersex, and are usuall

percewved as less real than the outside world. A majority of the dail m}—/
teractions between the characters still takes place m the real world there
biological bodies can mutually mfluence each other The situation 15,31milar
i the case of sexual interactions: old-fashioned, bodily, heteronormative
sexual intercourse continues to constitute the majority of acts 1n the world
of altered carbon, while, for example, visits to virtual brothels are definitel

less popular Intimate practices most often do not require the use of any
sophusticated gadgets, vibrators, erotic accessories, virtual reality units etcy
perhaps because the body, the sleeve itself, becomes the best erotic tc,) ’

Natasha Vita-More, an American artist and transhumanism actinst

clarms that posthuman sex will no longer “look, sound, or even feel like the’
traditional act of rubbing membranes against each other,” but will rather
constst 1 “rubbing neurons,” while gemtal pleasure will become obsolete
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(“Sex and The Singulanity”). In the world of altered carbon, the characters
do not expertence such changes Intimate practices continue to be based
on making love m the traditional manner, which conforms to the heter-
onormatwve rules confirmed in the course of genital penetration This s
most often a man having a strong social position of power over a woman,
who 15 subordimnate to him 1n the course of a sexual act, as for example 1n
the luxury brothel Head 1n the Clouds, where rich male Meths fulfil their
most promiscuous dreams and satisfy their most secret desires using female
prostitutes who are often forced to participate in such practices
At the same time, female Meths during sexual intercourse are most
often femme fatale temptresses or women-mantises who use their sleeves
with premeditation to catch men m the nets This 1s the role of Miriam
Bancroft, the wife of Laurens Bancroft, who uses her sleeve-prosthesis as
the best erotic gadget wntended to tempt and sustain the sexual arousal of
Takesh: Kovacs. The most recent model of Mirram's sleeve 15 equipped with
a diffuser of biochemical pheromones that are released during the flirtation
before sexual intercourse 'The chemucal substance commonly referred to as
Merge 9, which 1s contained 1n the saliva, sweat, and intimate excretions of
a woman's sieeve, 1s mtended to “put bodies 1n touch with one another,” as
Miriam nformed Kovacs during a date 1n a hotel room where the lovers
spent a night together
The sophisticated sex of the future may appear to be a genuine paradise
for experimenters—of course those who can afford it. At some point, Mir-
jam 1nvites Takeshi on a trip to her private sland to a real sexual paradise
where there are numerous cloned Miriam’s sleeves controlled by her mind
and ready to make the man’s wishes come true The rich can also use real
and virtual sporting houses that specalize, e.g. in simulations of rapes and
murders, who are operated by artificial intelligence agents The poor have to
limat themselves to less refined services that are available on every corner
in Bay City, e g clubs with the cheapest synthetic strippers or the so-called
intimate joy biocabins advertised with aggresstve neon lights
Posthuman sex 1n Altered Carbon 1s often an enormously brutal demon-
tion of force and power of the elites over ordmary citizens, as well as
nifestation of a hypercommercxal consumption culture. The excessive
ption and the simultaneous mental shallowness and moral corruption
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of the elites are evident during a party 1 the Bancrofts’ luxury residen
Suntouch House, where one of the main courses served for dmngr s a hucz
tiger and where deadly fights between spouses 1n an arena resemblin Romg
amphitheaters are held to entertain the bloodthirsty crowd The Mfths treilré
other persons who are not members of the privileged caste as subhuman
who .do not deserve respect and whose life and death they can decide o S
a whim At one pomt, Laurens even says about others like him “God .
dead We have taken his place ” o
As 1f confirming those words, one of the women present at the par
Clarissa Severin, shows her friends her pet—a snake 1 which Just fof futr}ll,
the cortical stack of a man with a criminal record was placec,i Clarissa fi
course knows that it 1s illegal to put human stacks in the sléeves of ao—
imals, but she just smiles and says: “Laws don’t apply to people like un i
thus confirmuing the nearly dvine status of the Meths, who caxf decid t}'sl,
fate of others without the shghtest hesttation. , -
Sex 1n Altered Carbon most often confirms Laurens Bancroft’s claim
that ‘}‘)eople 1n the contemporary world can be divided into “the purchasers”
and “the purchased ” Sex and the body that participates in 1t are most of
all commodities within the culture of consumption. They are objects thot
can be bought, sold, replaced, and destroyed The richest and oldeth citizer?s
have no scruples that would stop them from taking every opportumity t
satisfy their needs at the expense of others. Like transhumansts pthe a tye ;
to be completely unattached to their bodies They change ther;l lik}; EEVZZ
and have no problem with usurping the bodies of others, e g. buyin s%eev
that they like previously owned by others against the;r or th}e,u gfaml "
will Also, they do not hesitate to kil a sleeve 1n such places as the I"; mcsi
in the Clouds, a brothel for the elite located, as the name su gests, at h?ah
altitude 1n the clouds In that place, the Meths can make Ioveg to ar’l sl y
they select, biological or synthetic, and then kill 1t, drunk with Ie?a,su:: -
In the context of the culture of late Western empire, it shoulid be em-
phasized that the transhumanism-oriented immortal Met)hs are the elite of
a new world that covers, among others, the territory of the former Unit Od
States. 'The former American empire did not survive, 1ts few remains (ee
newspaper chippings describing Neil Armstrong’s landing on the Moon) ag
presented 1n Bancroft’s office like old odditues, grotesque museum art1factr:
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The bored and jaded rich man, who was born 1n London and lived in the
United States, keeps the historical souvenirs from the era of the pioneers,
adventure seekers, and ancient discoverers out of sentiment, posing as their
her and a contemporary continuator of therr pursuits and desires. Learn-
ing new details of the bloody history of the Bancrofts, which was full of
corruption, fraud, and murders, we see how mappropriate that comparison
was Laurens resembles a parodistic image of a man of the old era who
went too far in his pursuits.

It appears that Altered Carbon, by showing the consequences of a con-
temptuous approach to the body and ts death, and consequently to the hife
of every person, 1s a warning about transhuman desires related to insistent
efforts to become immortal and to show disdain for the body, defined 1n
a cyberpunk manner as “flesh ” However, 1t 1s worth noting that the series
shows various contradictions 1 the perception of the value of the body.
The main characters of the story, especially Kovacs and Ortega, consider
the body m more of a post- than transhuman manner

More Than Flesh

The attitudes of many characters in the Altered Carbon series to their bodies
are not unambiguous. As we have mentioned, the richest citizens of the
Protectorate percewe their bodies mostly as tools that they use when they
need them, and they replace them with others at any convenient time.
They treat therr own bodies 1n a strictly transhuman manner, as a useful
addition to their consciousness, or “the sum of their feelings, emotions and
past expertence,” recorded on the cortical stack (Trebickt 123). The richest
citizens store numerous copies of their bodies, which have been grown from
their genetic matersal, in Psychasec’s vault, and 1n this process they resemble
followers of extropianism, who currently freeze their bodies mn chambers of
cryonic laboratories (e g 1n Arizona 1n the United States) in expectation of
future resurrection This procedure 1s now often considered entertainment
for rich, white, older American men who want to cheat death The most
powerful citizens of the Protectorate 1n the altered carbon world believe that
this 15 what they achieved. They have cheated biological death by rejecting

the bodies 1n favor of everlasting minds
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These characters rarely have any doubts about their own identity and
ontological status, due to their disrespectful attitude to body. However,
others, e g. Takesh: and Ortega, are attached to their bodily sleeves much
more and physicality still plays a huge role in their lives. This is evident,
for example, 1n a scene where Kovacs transports Ortega to a hospital after
she 15 heavily injured 1n an elevator by Mister Leung, one of the villains
mn the series, and 1s nearly dying. One could think that Kovacs’s response
1s completely irrational and appropriate gwen the realities After all, the
man knows that Ortega’s cortical stack 1s intact and that i fact Kristin
faces no danger; however, he responds as 1f Kristin really is in risk of dyng,.
He wants to save her sleeve at any price, thus confirming the deeply-rooted
belief that the body and the mind cannot be easily separated from each other

When Kristin wakes up 1n the hospital after a surgery i which her
njured arm 1s replaced with an artificral himb, she 1s shocked by the fact
that this procedure was performed on her body, and she mutially cannot
accept this unnecessary interference with her biological sleeve Her mate-
riality 1s inseparably linked to her subjectivity and the fact that her sleeve
was cyborgized appears to be problematic, at least mitially.

Also, the excessive attention that Kristin pays to Takeshr’s sleeve and
the attempt to protect 1t against any damage appear to be odd at first.
Ortega’s behavior m relation to Kovacs’s body becomes understandable
when we learn that the sleeve of the former mnsurgent was once owned by
Kristin’s lover. She is not able to do anything about the fact that she looks
at Kovacs through the lens of the body, with which she once had so much
in common, whose responses she 1s familiar with, and with which she has
shared beds so many times An affair starts between the characters, which 1s
very interesting from the point of view of the debates about the posthuman
body. The developing romantic relationship between Kovacs and Ortega 15,
according to the characters themselves, based mostly on bodily attraction
Kovacs, explaining their mutual attraction, notes that the affective reactions
of his sleeve (e g the pheromones 1t excretes) are responsible for the feeling
that occurred between them He believes that if he appeared before Kristin
mn a different sleeve, they would not have fallen 1n love with each other

According to critical posthumanism, posthuman bodies cannot fully
gwve up the material aspects of their existence As Vivian Sobchack declares,
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1 the face of the current technological revolution, her enthusiasm towards
rejection of materality in exchange for virtuahty “is somewhat limited”
(170) According to Sobchack, we have to stop being overly enthusiastic
about technology and recognize the fact that our relations with technolog-
1cal products have always been at least ambivalent Posthuman experience
of the world will always be incorporated, and the body—a powerful tool
for perception and building of the self-awareness of an individual-—must
not be hastily rejected

The relationship between Ortega and Takesh: matches this understand-

ing of the body and materiality For those characters, the body 1s more
than just a sleeve that can be quickly and easily replaced with another;
the body has 1ts habits, emotions, and memory The body 1s often not only
a tool that patiently waits to be used or a shell waiting to be filled with
a soul It 1s something that, together with the cortical stack that fills 1t,
cach time forms a different quality. An example 1s the smoking addiction
experienced by Takeshi, who lives in Rykers body Even though Takeshi
was never addicted to nicotine, his new sleeve demands this substance
and forces 1ts temporary owner to smoke cigarettes. This 1s an example of
a particular assembly of mutually interacting agents adding more bricks to
the structure of the new subject. Ryker’s sleeve possesses habits left there
by 1ts former owner, taken over by Kovacs and then modified according to
his needs. The physical and mental problems experienced after putting on
the new body demonstrate that a carefree exchange of bodies 1s not as easy,
panless, and problem-free as one could think and as Meths would like to
believe. Every change of the sleeve and every transfer of consciousness leaves
a permanent trace 1n personality, and can even lead to nervous breakdown
or madness An example of a character who experiences such problems 1s
Dimutrs Kadmin, also known as Dimi the Twin, who goes even further He
copies his cortical stack and puts 1t i another sleeve, thus creating two
versions of himself. As a result, after a while, both Kadmins suffer serious
mental disturbances and become psychopathic sadists.

Altered Carbon constantly provokes us to ask questions about the on-
tological status of ourselves and of other subjects 1n the world, as well as
about what constitutes our subjectvity. At one point, after discovering an
unlicensed bioprinter of sleeves in the apartment of the Bancrofts’ son,
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Isaac, who created illegal clones of his father’s sleeve, Kovacs asks Ortega
a rhetorical question: “How do you know you are who you are® He also
remarks that in the past one could recognize another person by his or her
face but now the body no longer provides absolute certainty about another
person’s identity (Trebick: 122). This, of course, results 1n grave consequences
which Altered Carbon 1s striving to demonstrate. ,

Toward Posthuman Equality of Subjects

Altered Carbon, by indicating the multitude of bodies—human and non-hu-
man, virtual and biological, grown from DNA and synthetic—as well as their
mutual 1nteractions in various relationships, goes along with the inclusive
non-hierarchical policy of critical posthumanism related to a new understand—’
g of subjectvity that supports “species equality 1n a post-anthropocentric
world” (Braidotti, 7he Posthuman 86). The series shows many characters who
cannot be called humans 1n the traditional sense They are instead different
elements of the universe 1n complicated relations with each other.

One of the most mnteresting members of the posthuman world n
Altered Carbon is Poe, an artificial mtelligence agent and owner of the
Raven Hotel He 1s a fascinating character who combines two imaginative
traditions 1n Western culture related to showing machines endowed with
artificial intelligence. On the one hand, these are shown as cruel and dan-
gerous robots who threaten to annihilate the human world, while others are
created as noble and sensitive creatures, always ready to serve their human
creators. Poe combines the features of characters belonging to both these
traditions by being highly dedicated to his friends and declaring “the stud
of humanity” as his greatest aspiration, but, at the same time, he acts a}sf
an autonomous individual, capable of threatening behavior Poe can arouse
both fear and feelings of friendship and even love The multi-dimensionality
of this character is also combined with the mnovative concept of a hotel
as the body of an artificral intelligence agent, which cannot be separated
from his mind and which 1s necessary in order to accelerate the creation
of new levels of complexity m Poe’s mental processes The Raven Hotel 15
designed to constitute an integral entity with his owner The hotel’s walls
beds, hallways lamps, and other turnishings are extensions of Poe’s mmd:

page 55

B o qon

SRR A <




JOANNA EAPINSKA
page 56

which uses them to explore and influence reality and also to satisfy the
desires of the guests before they even express them.

When the elites of the Protectorate, headed by Bancroft, separate
themselves from the world of the commoners, 1solate themselves in their
palaces mn clouds, and reject the body while gving priority to the mind,
Poe indicates, 1n the spirit of critical posthumanism, the importance of
embodied consciousness and the essence of partnership- and equality-based
coexsstence of human and non-human subjects 1 our reality

Conclusion

Rost Brardotti states that i a posthuman world “we need to be equally
distanced from both hyped-up disembodiment and fantastes of trans~humams1’t,
escape, and from re-essentialized, centralized notions of liberal individualism
(The Posthuman 102). As has been noted, Altered Carbon presents a full spec-
trum of attitudes toward the body and materiality—from the transhuman
belief 1n the primacy of a disembodied mind over contemptible body—ﬂes}lll,
to the posthuman appreciation of the importance of embochmer}t mn the
creation of consciousness and subjectivity, as well as the equality-based
coexistence of various human and non-human subjects 1n the complicated
networks of mutual relationships
The characters’ post- or transhuman attitude to materiality 1s ev1den;
when analyzing the love and sex relationships shown n the series Sexua
customs reflect the values of the different classes of the future society The
lack of respect for the body demonstrated by the elites of the future world,
who treat it as a tool to be exploited and goods to be consumed, 1s ac-
companied by a lack of respect for life m general. The Meths, as followers
of a culture of excessive consumption typical of a late empire, beheve that
everything 1s for sale—both the body and sexual practices. Alternatively,
the characters in Altered Carbon who are not part of the elite demonstrate
layers of empathy to both their own and to others’ bodies, including those
of non-human subjects
The reflection upon the condition of Western culture and the growing

social chasm proposed by Altered Carbon, depicted 1n love and sexual rela-
tionships within the series, may leave us disturbed The creators of the series
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opt for the unconditional respect for diversity found n each form of Lfe,
showing us a spectrum of posthuman subjects coexisting in multidimensional
affective relationships. The inevitable changes that posthumans will face
are already taking place. Altered Carbon wishes to remind us that the clear
division into “the purchasers” and “the purchased” 1s not the only possible
lens through which one can see the world and the subjects inhabiting 1t
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